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If you search on Edward Norton Ward, you’ll get paintings and Carmel galleries. You won’t 
get “First computer programmer hired at NPS”. The fact is, both are the same person. He 
talks about this as if it’s not that noteworthy: they’re both problem solving. You’re solving the 
problem of how to represent a three-dimensional scene in two dimensions. You’re develop-
ing an assembler for a CDC 1604. Just solving problems. Ed takes no notice of the fact that 
for most people, solving either sort of problem would be quite an achievement; few indeed 
have gained his level of success in both fields.  
As I started talking with him, I 
asked which came first – or 
did they both start at an ear-
ly age? He was a business 
administration major (at the 
“request” of his father) at 
UCLA, and noticed that the 
math and science courses 
were fascinating, while stay-
ing awake through the read-
ings in Economics was quite 
a challenge. He is glad to 
have been able to have 
changed his major to ma-
thematics. Thence to com-
puting. 
And the art? He notes that art appreciation classes were deadly dull – but once he had a 
chance to try a little painting himself, take some individual lessons – he knew himself to be 
an artist. When Dr. Church offered him work as a programmer, NPS’s first computer pro-
grammer, Ed said: I want you to know, I’m an artist, a painter – that won’t interfere, in your 
mind, with my work as a programmer? No, definitely not.  Ed then, through all his working 
life, maintained two careers.  
You may, or may not be aware: artists speak scornfully of “Sunday painters”. A painter must 
give his heart and soul and all his time to be any good at painting. Ed notes that before 
long, he was making as much money with his paintings as from his “day job”. Clearly, 
throughout his career, he gained plenty of satisfaction from both.  
Today, you don’t hear of “programmers,” as such. You hear of “systems analysts”, or per-
haps of “coders”. A person soon progresses from coding, the actual writing of programs, to 
systems analysis, where the challenge is analyzing the system, the problem, and putting to-
gether the solution. It’s pretty high level, though exacting and demanding. In Ed Ward’s 
day, the creativity in programming was on an altogether different level. In the earliest days, 
he was literally writing ones and zeroes, pure binary. It soon became possible to specify 
programs in octal – the 8-based number system. It would be, just, easier to specify a com-
mand as 143, rather than 001100011. To have any success at all, you had to set up your own 
mnemonics, to remember which set of numbers meant “store to register 1” and which 
meant “add the contents of register 1 to the contents of register 2 and place the result in 
register 3.” I am still doing my very best to be able to comprehend the mind that can work 
with that all day, and then go home and produce something like the image above.  
His first assignment upon arriving at NPS was to write an Assembler for the new CDC1604. By 
the time that was running, CDC was beginning to produce subroutines for use with the (still 
very small number of) computers they had sold to various institutions around the country. 
Ed notes that way too soon, you get pressed into accepting a management position. He 
enjoyed coding, and felt himself to be more effective at it than at management. He says 
that more than once, he would talk with Doug Williams, for some ideas on how to handle a 
difficult management issue.  One piece of advice he offered to faculty: be nice to your stu-
dents. Young lieutenants have a way of coming back, years later, to be superintendent of 
the School. Happened with Ed: Rob Shoemaker was just such a young lieutenant who 
came back as superintendent.  Ed had been helpful to him when he was a lieutenant earn-
ing his Masters degree, and again later when he came back for his Doctorate.  
Another story Ed loves to tell: there was some friction between Ed (no PhD) and some of the 
senior faculty. Ed, and others like him, would be referred to as “technicians”. One senior pro-
fessor made a visit to one of our nation’s top universities, back east. While he was there, a 
faculty member said to him something like “Oh, Naval Postgraduate School. You must be 
familiar then with the work of Ed Ward.” This august gentleman came back to NPS fuming 
“How dare Mr. Ward make a name for himself!” Ed is grateful to this day to Prof. Church for 
“protecting” Ed from people like this. 
Ed speaks of himself as something of a loose cannon – apparently not fitting into the usual 
categories expected. Throughout his career, he worked with numerous students, facilitating 
numerous fascinating projects.  He made it a point to maintain a good personal library, and 
to stay up to date.  He was really quite surprised at co-workers who could let themselves get 
completely out of touch with current technology. 
Ed speaks of IBM’s strategy of “controlling” the customer. One of the programmers on the 
staff was concerned because NPS didn’t yet have an IBM 370. He was sure he needed to 
be working with IBM’s latest and greatest. Ed told him: there is a great deal you don’t know 
about the 360. Explore it more thoroughly. He did, and it served him in good stead – he 
went on to a very productive career,  
Another favorite story: a student spent two thirds of the time allotted for his thesis writing a 
computer program and getting it to work. His thesis advisor had a look at his project and 
told him of various changes that would be necessary. The student could not see how he 
could make the necessary changes in the time he had available, and came to Ed.  Ed ex-
plained to him the techniques of structured programming.  This was on a Friday. On the fol-
lowing Tuesday, the student came to Ed, saying he had used those techniques to com-
pletely rewrite his program, and had made the necessary changes. 
Ed is pleased to say: in computing, you bring together business, and astronomy, and phys-
ics, and chemistry, and economics – all under one roof.  It’s clear he enjoyed his work. 
